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Equipping Staff 
 
 
 
 
 
Effective staff need to be fluent in the concepts 
and language of social and emotional learning. 
The toolkit activities can enhance staff knowledge 
of their own social and emotional skills and those 
of youth.  
 
This section contains resources to help staff build 
their understanding and fluency of SEL, attend to 
their own SEL (or EQ) and cultural values, 
consider how their program sequence supports 
SEL skill building, and how their program aligns 
with the features of high quality youth programs 
that support SEL skills. 
 
 
Equipping Staff 
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Use this simple teaching tool to guide 
conversations about social and emotional 
learning, regardless of the specific 
framework or set of SEL skills your 
program is using. This model is designed 
to facilitate discussions that deepen 
understanding of what social and 
emotional skills look like in action. 
 
Why This Matters 
 The lingo of social and emotional learning can be 
confusing and intimidating to youth, parents, and 
practitioners who are unfamiliar with the concepts. 
 Multiple frameworks exist to describe social and 
emotional skills. The Ways of Being model is a 
flexible way to explain social and emotional learning. 
 The Ways of Being model describes identity (Ways  
I Am) as central to the development of social and 
emotional skills. Most frameworks do not account for 
the role of identity. By including Ways I Am, the 
model is able to account for diverse interpretations  
of social and emotional success based on culture, 
beliefs, and life experiences (see Mapping Cultural 
Values). Yet the focus on the individual has 
implications and gives privilege to western values. 
To open up the conversation, we intentionally use 
“we” instead of “I” for the Ways We Are Aware, and 
Ways We Navigate. 
 
 
Getting Started 
 Materials: A copy of the Ways of Being model for 
each participant.  
 Time: 30 minutes 
 
How To Do It 
1) Make a list of SEL skills that are a natural fit for your 
program (or see your SEL + Program Map). 
2) Pass out a copy of the Ways of Being model for 
every person in the group. Write the skills from your 
list on the areas of the model that seem to be the 
best fit. (For example, the skill of identifying one’s 
emotions might be written in the Ways of Feeling 
area). 
3) Staff share their models with the group. Compare 
and contrast the results. Note that there is no right 
or wrong place to put a skill. It’s often in the areas 
where people disagree that the most insightful 
discussions occur. 
4) If your team is having difficulty identifying specific 
skills or is stuck talking about broad clusters of skills 
(like leadership), consider sharing the SEL Skill 
Bank to jumpstart the discussion. 
5) Use the following conversation starters to debrief 
the activity: 
 What part of your model was most full or sparse? 
 What area of skills (Ways I Am, Ways of Feelings, 
Ways of Relating, Ways of Doing) is our program 
strongest?  
 What skills were difficult to place? Why? 
 What happens if you change “we” to “I”:  
Ways I am Aware, and Ways I Navigate? 
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Take It Further 
 Get more practical and concrete with your team by 
breaking down a cluster skill set into all of the 
component skills. (Example: Conflict Resolution is a 
cluster of skills such as self-awareness, empathy, 
communication skills, etc.) 
 Use this model to spark a conversation with youth. 
See Meet the Wobbies. 
 See the Ways of Being Factsheet for an overview of 
what SEL is, why it matters for youth programs, how 
adults can support SEL in youth program, and four 
strategies for incorporating SEL in youth programs.
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Self-awareness 
Self-regulation 
Self-control 
Emotional competence 
Emotional intelligence 
Emotion management 
Coping 
Social awareness 
Relationship skills 
Social skills 
Empathy 
Teamwork 
Connection 
Cooperation 
Collaboration 
Communication skills 
Active listening 
Conflict resolution 
Getting along with others 
Understanding others’ feelings 
Accepting others 
Self-confidence 
Self-efficacy 
Self-reliance 
Responsible decision-making 
 
 
Grit 
Perseverance 
Persistence 
Tenacity 
Leadership 
Autonomy 
Advocacy 
Attention 
Critical thinking 
Goal setting 
Time management 
Planning for success 
Resilience 
Problem solving 
Focus 
Drive 
Assertiveness 
Motivation 
Initiative 
Responsibility 
Determination 
Agency 
Flexibility 
Contribution 
Strategic Thinking 
 
Note: This is not a complete list of skills — just common ones intended to spark your thinking. 
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Use the Quick Guides to teach staff about 
SEL and spark a discussion about social 
and emotional learning in your program. 
Quick Guides provides a concise 
summary of one dimension of the Ways 
of Being (WOB) model. Each Quick Guide 
contains a short description of the WOB, 
social and emotional skills associated 
with that WOB, discussion questions to 
guide staff, and practices to support 
youth. 
 
Why This Matters 
 Staff awareness of social and emotional learning is 
important when effectively supporting social and 
emotional development with youth.  
 Learning about the Ways of Being can give staff 
helpful language and skills to improve their 
conversations with youth.  
 
Getting Started 
 Materials: Copies of the Ways of Being Quick Guides 
 Time: 20 minutes for each Quick Guide 
 As a facilitator, consider reading Ways of Being: A 
Model for Social & Emotional Learning, an issue brief 
about the Ways of Being model, ahead of time to 
enhance your own understanding of the Ways of 
Being model.  
 
 
How To Use It 
1) Focus on a single Quick Guide at a time.  
2) Have staff read over the sheet and then use the 
discussion questions to reflect on each Ways of 
Being within your program.  
3) To expand on the discussion, use the conversation 
starters below.  
 What other SEL skills would you add to [you’re 
your specific Ways of Being area]? 
 How do we support youth in this area? What 
other strategies might we use to support youth 
in in this area? 
 Once all Ways of Being have been reviewed,  
Which Ways of Being do you see as strongest in 
the program? Which Ways of Being do you see as 
in greatest need for improvement?  
 
Take It Further 
 Consider sharing the Ways of Being Quick Guides 
with youth or parents in your program to spark a 
conversation about SEL.  
 For an activity with youth, try adding in the 
characters from Meet the Wobbies as examples of 
each Ways of Being.  
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Use this activity with a group of staff to 
start a conversation about the Ways of 
Being (WOB) model and youth. Each 
scenario describes the story of an 
individual youth (Wobbie) with discussion 
questions about best practices for 
working with that youth. This activity will 
strengthen staff understanding of the 
Ways of Being model and SEL skills. The 
Wobbies were created in partnership with 
a team of diverse young people as part of 
the Youth Voice Project on Youth Ways of 
Being (YWOB). 
 
Why This Matters 
 Thinking about how to support the SEL skills of 
youth allows staff to reflect on their past practices 
and plan for the future. 
 A group discussion allows staff to exchange best 
practices and learn from each other.  
 
Getting Started 
 This activity is most effective after staff already have 
a shared understanding of the Ways of Being Model. 
Try starting with the Ways of Being Quick Guides 
as a way to introduce the Ways of Being model.  
 Time: Plan for at least 30 minutes for each scenario. 
Discuss all Wobbies in one activity or split up the 
discussions over several sessions. 
 
 
How To Use It 
1) Make copies of the individual scenarios or read 
aloud among a group of staff. 
2) Use the discussion questions under each scenario to 
begin a conversation about the Wobbie.  
 
Take It Further 
 Have staff think about a particular youth that they 
are working with and discuss their areas of strength 
and growth in the Ways of Being model.  
 After you have discussed each Wobbie, consider the 
following questions: 
 Is there a Ways of Being that you feel most 
comfortable supporting youth in? 
 Which Ways of Being are you strongest in? Which 
Ways of Being are you working to improve?  
 How do your own social and emotional skills 
affect how you work with youth? 
  
Equipping Staff 
 
Tool: Ways of Being Scenarios 
 
University of Minnesota Extension: Center for Youth Development SEL TOOLKIT | 21 
DREW 
You work in an after-school program that offers digital 
media production tools and space for teens. Drew 
started coming to the program at the beginning of his 
freshman year in high school, and has become a daily 
visitor over the last two years. Drew is very focused on 
his music, and many other musicians in the space value 
his advice and his assistance with their projects. For a 
little while, Drew brought a couple of his friends with 
him to the program when he came every week. You 
encouraged his friends to try activities and hang out 
with other teens while they waited for Drew, but they 
never seemed to want to engage with anything in the 
space. During one of Drew’s sessions in the studio, you 
saw Eddie passing joints to one of Drew’s other friends. 
You asked Eddie to leave for the day, and he and Drew’s 
other friends haven’t returned since. You often see 
Eddie out on the street corner with a group of older 
teens. That particular street corner has become a target 
for law enforcement as they crack down on truancy and 
youth crime in the city. In the last few weeks, Drew has 
asked if you could hold the studio for him while he takes 
a break during his reserved time block. Because of the 
demand for studio time, the policy the teens in the 
program agreed on states that during your 2-hour time 
block you should only leave for short bathroom breaks or 
you’ll forfeit the rest of your time.  
Last week, you noticed that Drew was gone for 30 
minutes. Today, when you check in with Drew, you 
remind him of the break policy. While you’re talking to 
Drew, he gets a text. He reads the text and looks 
anxious, then hesitantly asks to take a break. When you 
ask him to affirm that he’ll only be gone for a few 
minutes, he hesitates. He begins telling you about 
Eddie, whom he’s known most of his life. Eddie always 
wants to hang out with him when he’s at the teen 
center. Drew’s parents have told him to stay away from 
Eddie and his friends because they think he’s a bad 
influence. Drew knows that Eddie is mixed up in some 
bad stuff, but he’s not really sure what to do. He’s 
known Eddie for a long time, and being Eddie’s friend 
confers some degree of protection. At the same time, 
Drew doesn’t want to necessarily be identified as one of 
Eddie’s crew. His dream is to become a professional 
musician, and he’s worried that any trouble he might get 
into as a result of being associated with Eddie might 
prevent or delay his plans for his future.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 What Ways of Being skills is Drew using? 
 What are the issues that Drew is grappling with right 
now? (identity, relationships, priorities, etc) What 
conflict is Drew experiencing? 
 When have you been in Drew’s position? What 
factors affected your decisions in this situation? 
 In what ways can you support Drew’s decision-
making process? What questions could you ask 
Drew? 
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NIKKI 
You are the dance team coach at Green Valley High 
School. Every fall, a new group of excited freshmen joins 
the school’s dance team, where they are welcomed with 
open arms by the upperclassmen. Friendships form 
quickly on the school’s dance team, and there is a lot of 
camaraderie among the dancers as they support each 
other to improve their skills and work together as a team 
in competitions. Nikki joins this year’s crop of freshman 
dancers. She quickly finds her place in the team and 
looks happy and engaged during practices, suggesting 
ideas and helping others when they struggle with 
routines. She is talented and is liked and respected by 
her teammates. In early October, Nikki 
uncharacteristically begins showing up late for practice 
a couple times a week. You pull her aside to ask her 
about it, and she apologizes but offers no explanation. 
As the school year goes on, you notice that she is 
becoming withdrawn during practices. You overhear 
some of the girls invite her to a team gathering at 
another team member’s house, and when she declines, 
one of the dancers says “you never come to anything 
anymore. Is everything okay?” Nikki mumbles 
something and quickly leaves. In the next few weeks 
she misses two practices. If she misses another practice, 
she will not be allowed to participate in an upcoming 
competition.  
One day after practice, while you’re finishing paperwork 
in the office, you see Nikki go by with her head down. 
You call her into the office and ask her how things are 
going. She bursts into tears. After she calms down, she 
explains that everything is going wrong in her life. She’s 
failing geometry, she missed deadlines for the literary 
magazine and now the other students no longer trust 
her with projects. Her parents are disappointed in how 
she’s doing in school, and told her that she needs to 
raise her grades or else she’ll need to drop the dance 
team. Nikki has always been “the smart one” in her 
group of friends, and while she’s frustrated with how 
unsuccessful she feels, she’s also embarrassed that 
others might find out how poorly she’s doing. You can 
tell that she feels overwhelmed, and doesn’t know 
where to start to begin addressing her situation. You 
know that the school has an after-school tutoring 
program—a couple girls on the dance team get help with 
their assignments there. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 What Ways of Being is Nikki demonstrating? 
 What are some of the barriers to her success? Which 
ones are barriers she has made for herself? 
 What are some concrete issues that you could help 
Nikki address?  
 What are some questions you could ask Nikki?  
 What strategies could you suggest to Nikki? What are 
some first steps she could take? 
 What are some of the positive SEL skills that she 
could start developing?  
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Use this template to consider how your 
program sequence supports social and 
emotional skill development. A SEL + 
Program Map can be used to identify 
natural opportunities throughout your 
program to intentionally support social 
and emotional learning. 
 
Why This Matters 
 Youth programs are ideally suited to support social 
and emotional learning alongside other program 
activities. Programs that are intentional about 
supporting social and emotional skill development 
are able to articulate how their program activities 
support specific social and emotional skills.  
 Visual tools help communicate with staff, families, and 
stakeholders how the program design supports SEL. 
 
Getting Started 
 Programs of any length can be designed to support 
SEL. The SEL + Program Map is flexible and can 
describe any length of time, as long as there is a clear 
beginning and end. For example, a drop-in homework 
help program will likely have the same adults and 
youth for a few hours on any given day, even though 
the adults and youth will vary from session to 
session. This program’s map would encompass a 
single homework help session—beginning with the 
check-in procedure, ending with the check-out 
practice. Alternatively, the SEL + Program Map of a 
middle school support group that meets weekly 
during the school year could cover nine months.  
 This template is best completed with a small group of 
people familiar with your program. 
 Make your own version of the template if you need to 
include more than four key experiences. 
 Time: at least 60 minutes 
How To Use It 
1) Use the conversation starters below to fill in the 
template. 
 What is the primary content of your program? 
How would youth describe what they do in your 
program (e.g., leadership skills, science projects, 
art classes, homework help, service projects)? 
 What are the key activities or experiences that 
make up your primary program content? How do 
you usually start your program cycle? What is the 
next key activity? And next? How does the 
program cycle usually end?  
Example of key activities for a drop-in homework 
program: Check-in, homework assistance, snack, 
gym time, check-out 
Example of key activities for a year-long leadership 
development program: Team retreat (September), 
Service project planning (October-November), 
Implement projects (December-April), Project 
Showcase (May) 
2) For each key activity, consider what SEL skills youth 
have the opportunity to practice. Another way to 
think about it is to consider what SEL skills youth 
need to be successful in each key activity or 
experience. Write the primary skills below the 
corresponding activity. You will likely have multiple 
skills for each activity and some skills may repeat 
throughout your program cycle. Refer to the SEL 
Skill Bank if you need examples of specific skills. 
3) Identify areas of strength  
 Which key experiences are most intentionally 
designed to support aligned SEL skills? 
 When are youth most successfully developing 
SEL skills in the program? 
4) Identify areas of growth 
 How can key experiences be modified to increase 
intentional support of social and emotional 
learning? 
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Take It Further 
 Explore different visual shapes to describe your 
program cycle. Get creative with your map. SEL + 
Program maps do not have to be sequential or linear.  
 Attend the 6-hour Mapping SEL in Youth Programs 
workshop offered by the University of Minnesota 
Extension Center for Youth Development. 
Participants have the opportunity to develop in-depth 
maps to describe how their programs support social 
and emotional learning. Participants walk away with 
visual tools to use for program development, staff 
training, and communication with funders. 
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Self-awareness 
Self-regulation 
Self-control 
Emotional competence 
Emotional intelligence 
Emotion management 
Coping 
Social awareness 
Relationship skills 
Social skills 
Empathy 
Teamwork 
Connection 
Cooperation 
Collaboration 
Communication skills 
Active listening 
Conflict resolution 
Getting along with others 
Understanding others’ feelings 
Accepting others 
Self-confidence 
Self-efficacy 
Self-reliance 
Responsible decision-making 
 
 
Grit 
Perseverance 
Persistence 
Tenacity 
Leadership 
Autonomy 
Advocacy 
Attention 
Critical thinking 
Goal setting 
Time management 
Planning for success 
Resilience 
Problem solving 
Focus 
Drive 
Assertiveness 
Motivation 
Initiative 
Responsibility 
Determination 
Agency 
Flexibility 
Contribution 
Strategic Thinking 
Note: This is not a complete list of skills — just common ones intended to spark your thinking. 
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Culture and identity are at the heart of the 
Ways of Being model. The relationship 
between cultural values and SEL skills is 
complex. Cultural values will often 
determine which social and emotional 
skills are most important for individual 
youth. Use this activity with staff to 
identify personal cultural values and 
preferences that influence social and 
emotional learning. This activity was 
developed with contributions from the 
SEL Community Design Team. 
 
Why This Matters 
 Cultural beliefs, values, and personal identity shape 
how each person defines success and quality of life.  
 The social and emotional skills that are most 
important for youth to develop will vary based on 
their own understanding of success.  
 Understanding how your own cultural background, 
values, and identity shape your social and emotional 
learning lens will equip you to identify SEL goals that 
may or may not be appropriate for youth in your 
program.  
 
Getting Started 
 Materials: Copies of Mapping Cultural Values 
 Time: Allow at least 45 minutes to complete the 
Mapping Cultural Values activity and have a 
discussion. 
 If you have a large group (more than 8 people), divide 
into small groups for discussion. 
How To Use It 
1) Give everyone 5-10 minutes to complete the 
Mapping Cultural Values activity. Reinforce that 
there are no right or wrong answers. Encourage 
participants to answer based on their own personal 
preferences, not the values of the program.  
2) Once everyone has completed the map, lead a 
discussion using some of the questions below.  
 How are your cultural values and preferences 
similar or different from your peers? 
 How do your own SEL skills + your cultural 
values and preferences help you in life? How do 
they hold you back? 
 How might your cultural values and preferences 
be similar or different from the youth you work 
with? 
 How do your cultural values influence your 
definition of success in social and emotional 
learning? 
3) Reflecting on just one cultural dimension at a time, 
discuss what SEL skills are most helpful on each end 
of the spectrum? Write these skills next to each 
dimension. 
4) Consider how the cultural values and preferences of 
the staff impact your program. 
 What can you do to be more culturally responsive 
as you support social and emotional learning in 
your program? 
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Take It Further 
 As a group, complete the Mapping Cultural Values 
activity from the perspective of your program’s 
values. Consider how staff and youths’ personal 
cultural values are similar or different from program 
values.  
 Review your SEL+ Program Map (or complete it for 
the first time). What cultural values are reflected in 
your SEL+ Program Map? How can you make 
changes to integrate the cultural values and 
preferences of youth into your program design? 
 Have youth complete the Mapping Cultural Values 
activity. Invite them to consider what SEL skills are 
most important to them, given their values and 
definition of success. 
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People demonstrate a wide range of preferences and values across a variety of cultural dimensions. Map your personal 
values by placing an X on the spot that most closely reflects your preferences on each continuum line. There are an 
infinite number of possibilities represented between each opposing end. Feel free to add additional notes about your 
unique values in the blank spaces. 
 
Being IDENTITY Doing 
 
I derive more of my identity from who I am and who 
my family is. When I meet new people, I usually 
ask about who their family is and where they are 
from. 
 I derive more of my identity from what I do for work, 
my hobbies, and my accomplishments. When I 
meet new people, I usually ask about their job and 
activities. 
 
Internal CONTROL External 
 
What I do in life will shape my destiny. I can control 
my future. I don’t understand why some people 
have a fatalistic attitude about their lives. 
 My destiny is beyond my control. My fate is in the 
hands of others, such as my family, government, or 
a higher being. I don’t understand why some 
people behave as if they can control destiny. 
 
Private EMOTIONS Expressive 
 
It’s better to restrain strong emotions. 
 
 It’s better to express emotions openly. 
 
 
Low context COMMUNICATION High Context 
 
Good communication is sophisticated, nuanced, 
and layered. Some expectations are understood by 
everyone, so it’s not necessary to spell everything 
out or put it in writing.  
 Good communication is precise, simple, and 
explicit. All expectations should be clear, detailed, 
and put in writing. 
 
Direct CONFLICT Indirect 
 
I bring up issues directly so problems can be 
solved quickly. 
 I prefer to address differences indirectly to avoid 
upsetting anyone. 
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Flexible TIME Linear 
 
Time is an unlimited resource. Life doesn’t follow a 
clock. What actually happens is way more 
important than what time events start and stop. 
 Time is a limited resource and shouldn’t be wasted. 
I prefer to be on time and expect the same of 
others. 
 
Individual WORK STYLE Collective 
 
I prefer to work independently and be recognized 
independently for my accomplishments. 
 I prefer to work as part of a group. I think it’s better 
to acknowledge the group; rather, than single out 
individuals.  
 
Relationship-Focused TEAMWORK Task-Focused 
 
I value time spent on building relationships, and 
work better with people when I get to know them. 
 I prefer to focus on getting the job done and 
become impatient with socializing. 
 
 
Top-Down DECISION‐MAKING Consensus 
 
Decisions should be made by the person with the 
highest title, position, or rank.  
 Important decisions should be made with input and 
consensus from everyone involved, regardless of 
their position. 
 
 
Progress CHANGE Tradition 
 
Change usually brings good things into my life. 
Change leads to progress. Because of this belief, 
I’m often willing to take risks and try new things. 
 Stability gives meaning to life. Change often 
disrupts rhythms, traditions, and relationships. 
Because of this belief, I prefer to avoid risks that 
might disrupt important parts of my life. 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from: 
Meyer, E. (2014). The culture map: breaking through the invisible boundaries of global business. First edition. New York: PublicAffairs.  
University of Washington Bothell. (n.d.). Mapping your cultural orientation. In Intercultural competence toolkit. Retrieved from 
http://www.uwb.edu/getattachment/globalinitiatives/resources/intercultural-competency-tool-kit-(1)/mapping-your-cultural-orientation.pdf 
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Adults as well as youth need to be able to 
identify their emotions. One way to equip 
staff is to help them become more aware 
of their own emotions. Emotional 
Intelligence (sometimes referred to as 
EQ) is defined as the ability to be aware 
of, understand, and manage one’s 
emotions. This quick self-assessment can 
help adults feel grounded in some of the 
language we use in supporting SEL with 
youth. 
 
Why This Matters 
 In order for adults to best support youth learning SEL 
skills, they need to have a sense of their own 
emotions. This activity will help build self-awareness 
through completing and reflecting on the assessment 
tool. The four skill domains addressed by this 
assessment are:  
 Emotional Awareness 
 Emotional Management 
 Social Emotional Awareness 
 Relationship Management 
 
Getting Started 
 Audience: Adult youth workers who will be focusing 
on SEL skills with youth  
 Materials: Copies of the Quick Emotional Intelligence 
Self-Assessment adapted for the San Diego City 
College MESA program. 
 Time: Plan for 30-40 minutes; 10 to complete the 
assessment, and 20-30 for discussion. 
 
How To Use It 
1)    Pass out an assessment for each staff. Complete and 
score the assessment individually and then debrief 
in a small group using the conversation starters 
below. Allow for 20-30 minutes of de-briefing time 
to enrich the understanding about the 4 domains 
assessed 
 What was your strongest domain?  
 How does this help your daily and work life?  
 What was your weakest domain? 
 What ideas do you have for how you might 
strengthen your understanding of this domain, 
and take some action to improve it? 
 Were there questions in the assessment that 
were difficult for you to answer? Why?  
 
Take It Further 
 Anyone interested in going further can reference the 
book Emotional Intelligence 2.0 by Travis Bradberry 
and Jean Greaves. This book describes EQ research 
and includes an online assessment that produces an 
individualized report that can be printed.  
 Have staff develop SMART goals related to improving 
their EQ. Track these goals in 1:1 meets or do team 
check-ins throughout the year. 
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This activity helps staff explore and share 
the ways that their programs are 
supporting SEL and brainstorm strategies 
for improvement. This activity is based on 
the SAFE features identified in research 
(Durlak, Weissberg & Pachan, 2010). We 
added R for Reflection, another important 
characteristic of social and emotional 
learning cycles. 
 
Why This Matters 
 Youth programs are a great environment to support 
SEL, but it’s not a given. 
 Recent research found that after-school programs 
that follow four key practices are effective at 
promoting social and emotional development (Durlak, 
Weissberg & Pachan, 2010). The four practices form 
the acronym SAFE (Sequenced, Active, Focused, and 
Explicit).  
 In other words, programs that guide young people 
through a sequential series of engaging activities 
focused on the development of specific social and 
emotional skills were shown to be most effective.  
 We added R for Reflection, because integrating 
reflection activities as part of the learning process 
helps youth internalize social and emotional skills. 
Much of the effort put into designing SAFE learning 
experiences is wasted if youth don’t have the 
opportunity to process their experience through 
reflection.   
 
Getting Started 
 Materials: Copies of the SAFE-R Corners Worksheet 
for each staff. 
 Time: 20-30 minutes 
How To Use It 
1) Pass out the SAFE-R Corners Worksheet and explain 
that each corner of the room represents one SAFE 
feature, and the center of the room represents 
Reflection: 
S - Sequenced: a series of steps or small skills that 
build upon each other. New skills cannot be 
acquired immediately; it takes time and effort and 
skills must be broken down into smaller steps and 
sequentially mastered. Staff should develop a 
coordinated sequence of activities that links the 
learning steps and provides youth with 
opportunities to connect these steps. Is there a 
planned set of activities that progressively 
challenges youth to build social and emotional 
skills?  
A - Active: hands-on, project-based, real-life, or 
experiential. Young people often learn best by 
doing. After youth receive some basic instruction 
they should then have the opportunity to practice 
new behaviors and receive feedback on their 
performance. Do you use active forms of learning 
(e.g., youth lead discussions, contribute ideas, work 
together, take on leadership roles)? 
F - Focused: time, resources, and a plan. Staff 
should designate time that is primarily directed at 
skill development. Do you devote sufficient time and 
attention exclusively to SEL goals? 
E - Explicit: goals and SEL skills are named. Youth 
need to know what they are expected to learn. Staff 
should identify explicitly what skills youth are 
expected to learn (e.g., self-control, problem-solving, 
empathy). Does your program define and target 
specific SEL skills? 
R - Reflection: skills are internalized. Opportunities 
for youth to evaluate what they have just 
experienced, consider their feelings about the 
experience, and connect what they are learning to 
their lives. Do you create opportunities for youth to 
process their experience through reflection?  
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2) Ask participants to think about the SAFE-R features 
and go to the area that their program is strongest in. 
At each corner (or center), have the group share an 
effective strategy that they use. After 5-10 minutes, 
bring the large group together and have participants 
share several strategies from each corner.  
3) Next, ask participants to go to the corner (or center) 
that their program is weakest in. With the group at 
that area, have them brainstorm ideas for how they 
could improve. After 5-10 minutes, bring the large 
group together and have participants share several 
ideas from each corner.  
 
Take It Further 
 For more on the SAFE-R features, see the Intentional 
Practices to Support Social & Emotional Learning 
issue brief. 
 Read the research review which indicated that after-
school programs that follow four evidence-based 
practices are successful in promoting young people’s 
personal and social development (Durlak, Weissberg 
& Pachan, 2010). 
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By investing in quality learning 
environments, youth programs are well 
poised for effectively supporting social 
and emotional skill development. This 
activity explores how elements of the 
Youth Program Quality Pyramid align with 
supporting social and emotional skills. 
 
Why This Matters 
 A high quality youth program provides the setting 
and experiences conducive to developing many 
positive outcomes, including positive social and 
emotional skills and beliefs.  
 Improving youth program quality is essentially about 
creating better processes and conditions for learning 
to occur, including the learning environment for SEL. 
 Program staff play a key role in cultivating the right 
environment for growing social and emotional skills 
and creating strategies for change.  
 
Getting Started 
 Read the issue brief The Relationship between Youth 
Program Quality and Social & Emotional Learning, 
especially pages 5-6 that outline which SEL skills are 
supported by each of the program quality domains.  
 This activity will be easiest to use for staff groups 
that are familiar with the Weikart Center’s Youth 
Program Quality Assessment (YPQA) tool (see the 
issue brief and the Quality Indicators Worksheet).  
 While the Safe Environment domain of the YPQA tool 
is fundamental to youth program quality and it is an 
important domain to address in quality learning 
environments, this activity focuses on the other 
domains of the pyramid.  
 Materials: Copies of Quality Indicators Worksheet  
for each person  
 Time: 45 minutes 
How To Use It 
1) Before a staff meeting, share copies of the Issues 
Brief for staff to read. Ask them to come to the 
meeting with 1-2 highlights from the issue brief.  
2) Start the staff meeting asking for general reactions 
to the issue brief. Take at least 5-6 responses to get 
the conversation started. 
3) Next: provide 10-15 minutes for staff to read and fill 
out the Quality Indicators Worksheet. Specifically fill 
in the sentences in each of the three text boxes. 
4) Open up discussion (approximately 20-30 minutes) 
for people to share how they responded to the SEL 
Skill box for each of the domains: 
 Start with Supportive Environment. Share ways 
that your program does this well. Discuss which 
SEL skills young people can learn and apply in a 
supportive environment (e.g., critical thinking, 
communication, problem-solving, emotion 
management). 
 Move on to Interaction. Share ways that your 
program does this well. Discuss which SEL skills 
young people can learn and apply when 
Interaction is present (e.g., teamwork, empathy, 
responsibility).   
 Finally, look at Engagement. Share ways that 
your program does this well. Discuss which SEL 
skills young people can learn and apply when 
Engagement is present (e.g., goal-setting, 
decision-making, planning, perseverance).  
5) Based on the input, take time as a group to set 2-3 
goals for strategies that bring an SEL lens to the 
quality learning environment and intentionally 
support social and emotional skill development. Fill 
these in at the bottom of the Worksheet. For example, 
Reflection can foster the SEL skill of self-awareness. 
Connect quality and SEL skills as reflection time is 
designed into the program. How can you set a goal to 
build reflection into each day of programming?  
6) Post the goals that are decided and check in at the 
next staff meeting to discuss whether staff believe 
they are making progress toward the goal. 
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Take It Further 
 Review the SEL/Quality crosswalk on page 209 of the 
field guide Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising 
Practices in Social & Emotional Learning. This 
includes Youth Program Quality Assessment domains 
(YPQA) and eight SEL domains (emotion 
management, empathy, teamwork, responsibility, 
initiative, problem-solving). 
 The guide Measuring Quality: Assessment Tools to 
Evaluate Your Social-Emotional Learning Practices 
helps identify tools to assess the quality of staff 
practices in relation to SEL (safe and supportive 
environment; active and engaged learning; skill 
building; youth voice and leadership; diversity, 
access, and equity). 
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The Weikart Center for Youth 
Program Quality Pyramid 
outlines four domains of a 
quality learning environment 
(Safe Environment, 
Supportive Environment, 
Interaction, and Engagement) 
with key indicators listed  
for each.  
Circle the indicator 
descriptions below under 
each domain that your 
program does well. Consider 
how SEL is supported in 
supportive environments 
with high levels of interaction 
and engagement. Use the  
box under each domain to 
pick a focus on quality and  
tie it to a specific SEL skill. 
 
Supportive Environment 
In programs that provide a supportive environment, youth feel welcome and engaged, they are encouraged to develop 
new skills and conflict is constructively reframed.  
 Warm Welcome (youth are greeted, program leader uses warm/respectful language, and friendly gestures) 
 Session Flow (session starts on time, materials and supplies ready, enough supplies, all activities explained clearly, 
appropriate amount of time for activities) 
 Active Engagement (youth engage with materials, improve a skill, balance concrete and abstract, activities lead to 
tangible products or performances, difficult tasks broken into smaller steps) 
 Skill Building (specific learning or skill focus stated, try new skills or higher level of performance, program leader 
models skills, difficult task broken into smaller steps, encouragement or support provided to struggling youth) 
 Encouragement (program leader support youth with specific/non-evaluative language, frequent use of open ended 
questions, program leader actively involved with youth) 
 Reframing Conflict (program leader approaches conflict calmly, program leader seeks youth input, program leader 
follows up with youth after a conflict, address bullying) 
 
 
If ___________________________________________ is present, youth can learn ____________________________ . 
          (Supportive Environment indicator)                                                                                     (SEL skill) 
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Interaction 
High quality interaction happens when youth are able to collaborate effectively; learn, then practice leadership skills; and 
share control and ideas. 
 Belonging (youth provided structured ‘get to know you’ opportunities, youth identify with program offering, program 
leader provides structured opportunities to recognize youth) 
 Collaboration (program leader provides opportunities for youth to work collaboratively, activities allow for 
interdependent roles, youth work toward shared goals) 
 Leadership (youth participate in large & small group conversation, youth assigned leadership roles) 
 Adult Partners (program leader shares control with youth, program leader talks with youth about their lives outside 
the program) 
 
If ___________________________________________ is present, youth can learn ____________________________ . 
               (Interaction indicator)                                                                                                  (SEL skill) 
 
 
Engagement 
Engagement refers to a specific set of activities: planning, choice, and reflection. Programs with high levels of 
engagement give youth opportunities to set goals, make choices and plans, and reflect on what they’ve done. 
 Planning (youth make plans, identifiable planning strategies used, youth encouraged to set project/program-related goals) 
 Choice (open ended content choice, open ended process choice) 
 Reflection (youth provided intentional opportunities for reflection, use multiple reflection strategies, youth provided 
structured opportunities to give feedback) 
 
If ___________________________________________ is present, youth can learn ____________________________ . 
              (Engagement indicator)                                                                                                   (SEL skill) 
 
 
 
Quality Improvement Goals To Support SEL 
What strategies could staff use to build on the quality learning environment to more intentionally support social and 
emotional skill development? 
1) _________________________________________________________________________________________________________  
2) _________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
3) _________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
